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Strat egy, the use of en gage ments for the ob ject of war.

—Carl von Clause witz       

The ob jec tive sought—an ef fect on the war as a whole—de ter mines if a
tar get or at tack is stra te gic. Simi larly, the en emy re ac tion de ter mines
whether an at tack has stra te gic re sults.

Air Force Man ual (AFM)1–1,
Ba sic Aero space Doc trine     

of the United States Air Force,
(1992)             

IN THE YEARS since the end
of World War II, Ameri can
air men have jus ti fied their
in de pend ence largely by em -
pha siz ing the mis sion of
stra te gic bom bard ment. They 
ar gued that only the re -

sources and flexi bil ity in her ent in an in de -
pend ent serv ice could mass the req ui site
force to de feat an en emy with out re course
to ground troops. Un for tu nately, this zeal -
ous ad vo ca tion of Douhet- style air power has 
caused a mis un der stand ing among many Air 
Force pro fes sion als as to the true na ture of
aer ial strat egy. We have trun cated the defi ni -
tion of stra te gic air power to such a de gree
that to many peo ple it now equates to stra te -
gic bom bard ment, whether that con cept im -
plies the mass de struc tion of Ger man and
Japa nese cit ies in World War II, or the more
re cent sur gi cal at tacks on Iraq dur ing the
Gulf War. In ei ther case, lim it ing our defi ni -
tion of stra te gic air power to bom bard ment
mis sions pre vents us from fully ex ploit ing
the vast range of al ter na tives avail able in aer -
ial com bat. To take ad van tage of these op -
por tu ni ties, we must re de fine stra te gic
air power in terms of what an air force con -
trib utes to the over all war ef fort. The Luft -
waffe and the US Army Air Corps (USAAC)
of early World War II each of fer an ex am ple
of an air force which ac cepted and ap pre ci -
ated this broader con text.

Few air men or his to ri ans have rec og nized 
the stra te gic na ture of the Luft waf fe’s World 

War II doc trine. Fewer still have al lowed that 
con tem po rary USAAC of fi cers ap pre ci ated
this doc trine. In stead, most post war his to ri -
ans noted the con spicu ous ab sence of a
heavy bomber fleet in the Luft waf fe’s in ven -
tory and con cluded that it had been
equipped pri mar ily for use in a tac ti cal and
close air sup port role.1 In a simi lar vein,
independence- minded Ameri can air men
pointed to their own suc cesses with aer ial
bom bard ment and con demned Luft waffe of -
fi cers for their lack of vi sion.

In ac tu al ity, al though Luft waffe strate -
gists ap pre ci ated the mer its of aer ial at tacks
against cen ters of popu la tion and pro duc -
tion, they tem pered their zeal for stra te gic
bomb ing with a so phis ti cated un der stand -
ing of their coun try’s over all stra te gic situa -
tion. This in sight al lowed them to de velop a 
flexi ble doc trine that en abled them to de vise 
op era tional plans with sev eral dif fer ent and
com ple men tary aer ial mis sions through out
the first year of World War II. Al though
these mis sions did not nec es sar ily cor re -
spond to the pre war Ameri can con cept of
stra te gic at tack, USAAC of fi cers rec og nized
that they did have a pro foundly stra te gic ef -
fect on the out come of the fight ing.

When war broke out in Europe in 1939,
the USAAC scram bled to col lect as much in -
for ma tion as pos si ble re gard ing the tac tics
and tech nol ogy of the bel lig er ents. In par -
ticu lar, the USAAC wanted to know what
mis sions had been as signed to the Luft -
waffe, how it car ried out these mis sions, and 
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how the Third Reich exe cuted the com mand
and con trol of its air forces. This scru tiny re -
sulted in a number of re ports on the or gani -
za tion and doc trine of the Luft waffe.
Evalu at ing these es ti mates il lu mi nates the
na ture of this doc trine dur ing the open ing
stages of the war and pro vides a clearer un -
der stand ing of the ba sis of Ameri can opin -
ions of it.

One valu able piece of op era tional in tel li -
gence pos sessed by the USAAC was Luft -
waffe Man ual 16, The Con duct of Aer ial
War fare. Pub lished in 1936, this regu la tion
pro vided Ameri can of fi cers a syn op sis of the 
in ter war Luft waf fe’s em ploy ment theo ries.
Al though some ob serv ers have in ter preted
this man ual as evi dence of an “over whelm -
ing em pha sis on tac ti cal rather than stra te gic 
bomb ing,”2 its authors ob vi ously in tended
to high light the flexi bil ity of air power.

The man ual be gan with an une quivo cal
state ment: “Air power car ries the war right
into the heart of en emy coun try from the
mo ment war breaks out. It strikes at the very 
root of the ene my’s fight ing power and of
the peo ple’s will to re sist.”3 Still, the man ual 
did not call for the ex clu sive use of stra te gic
bom bard ment. Con sis tent with the Ger man
mili tary’s tra di tional em pha sis on ad ap ta -
tion, it stated that “the na ture of the en emy,
the time of year, the struc ture of his land,
the char ac ter of his peo ple as well as one’s
own mili tary ca pa bili ties”4 should dic tate
the use of air power. Their coun try’s geo -
graphi cal po si tion in the heart of Europe
was his tori cally a para mount con cern to
Ger man stra te gic plan ners. Con se quently,
the Luft waffe did not sub scribe to the the ory 
of stra te gic bomb ing that ad vo cated the ex -
clu sive use of aer ial bom bard ment against
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an ene my’s home land.5 Such a strat egy
would doom Ger many to de feat at the hands 
of an en emy land army long be fore the air
of fen sive had any ef fect.6

None the less, the Luft waffe con tin ued to
sup port stra te gic bomb ing op era tions, al -
though not to the ex clu sion of other mis -
sions. In 1937, for ex am ple, the Luft waffe
be gan work on a new two- engine bomber,
the Heinkel He.177, think ing that it would
have the req ui site op era tional ra dius to fill
the gap in force struc ture cre ated by the lack 
of long- range bom bard ment air craft in the
early 1940s.7 Doc trinal dis putes over the
proper em ploy ment of the Jun kers Ju.87
(Stuka) di vided the Luft waf fe’s gen eral staff
dur ing 1938–39. Of fi cers ar gued over
whether the air force should use the Stuka
against tac ti cal or stra te gic tar gets. Even tu -
ally they com pro mised, de cid ing that, de -
spite its lim ited range and bomb load, the
dive- bomber could per form mis sions of ei -
ther type.8

As the Luft waf fe’s ca pa bili ties grew, Third 
Reich of fi cials found in it an ex tremely in -
timi dat ing sa ber that they did not hesi tate to 
rat tle in or der to re in force their di plo macy.
A care fully staged plan of stra te gic de cep tion 
cre ated in the minds of the world a vi sion of 
the Luft waffe as an om nipo tent force ca pa -
ble of strik ing any where in Europe.9 Cou -
pled with the ag gres sive na ture of the Third
Rei ch’s for eign pol icy dur ing the 1930s, it
caused con sid er able con cern among Ameri -
can mili tary of fi cers. In an ef fort to evalu ate 
the threat posed by Ger man air power, the
USAAC be gan a se ries of an nual air re ports
cov er ing all as pects of the Luft waf fe’s ca pa -
bili ties.10

The 1939 air re port was com pleted be fore
the Ger man in va sion of Po land. Based pri -
mar ily on com pi la tions of air at ta ché notes,
this docu ment ac cu rately de scribed the Ger -
man air for ce’s doc trine. The sec tion de -
voted to op era tions be gan with an
af firma tion of the Luft waf fe’s status: “The
Ger man war doc trine is predi cated on the
pos ses sion of an in de pend ent Air Force.”
The re port then out lined the cate go ries of air 
op era tions for which the Luft waffe had pre -

pared. Sig nifi cantly, the authors chose to
“us[e] the Ger man ter mi nol ogy” when list -
ing these mis sions. In ad di tion to planes fit -
ted for serv ice as re con nais sance,
dive- bombing, and pur suit, they noted that
the Luft waffe pos sessed air craft for both
“me dium at tack (fast bomb ers)” and “heavy 
at tack (night bomb ers).”11

The Luft waffe em pha sized op era -
tions in de pend ent of the army, in -
clud ing the de struc tion of the
en emy air force, in ter dic tion of lines 
of sup ply and com mu ni ca tions, and 
stra te gic bom bard ment.

The Air Corps needed the par en theti cal
clari fi ca tion due to the lack of dedi cated at -
tack air craft in its own in ven tory. How ever,
this dual cate go ri za tion also re flects the in -
her ent flexi bil ity of 1939 Luft waffe air doc -
trine. Rec og ni tion of this pli abil ity emerged
through out the re main der of the re port.
“The [Ger man] Air Force is pre pared and de -
signed to pro vide army and navy co op era -
tion units” in the form of ground—at tack
air craft, in clud ing both the Jun kers Ju.87
Stuka and two- engine bomb ers—spe cifi cally, 
the Jun kers Ju.88 and the Dorn ier Do.17.12 In 
ad di tion, the re port noted that the Luft waffe 
em pha sized op era tions in de pend ent of the
army, in clud ing the de struc tion of the en -
emy air force, in ter dic tion of lines of sup ply
and com mu ni ca tions, and stra te gic bom bard -
ment. Spe cific tar gets in cluded “all the en -
emy es tab lish ments and equip ment of
im por tance to the con duct of war, es pe cially 
air plane fields and air craft on the ground . .
. mili tary sup ply cen ters, road and rail way
con struc tions, cen ters of traf fic and com mu -
ni ca tions . . . [and the] ar ma ment and air -
craft in dus try.”13

Ac cord ing to the re port, the Luft waffe an -
tici pated us ing three meth ods of bom bard -
ment to achieve these ob jec tives: high-
al ti tude hori zon tal, low- altitude hori zon tal,
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and dive- bombing. The re port how ever, did
rec og nize that “the Ger man view point holds 
the low al ti tude gen er ally more ef fec tive
than the high al ti tude hori zon tal bomb ing.
Greater ac cu racy, at the ex pense of re duced
bomb pene tra tion, is claimed.” Luft waffe
doc trine fa vored us ing dive- bombing
“against con cen trated or small, im por tant
ob jec tives.” Ad di tion ally, it rec og nized that
al though the Ger mans con sid ered night
bom bard ment, they agreed with the Ameri -
can opin ion that it had at best, a lim ited ef -
fect. “[T]he night at tack [is] be ing
con sid ered [by the Luft waffe] pri mar ily as a
dis rupt ing op era tion for com ple men tary use 
with day at tacks.”14

The USAAC re al ized that the Span ish Civil 
War had “pro vided [the Luft waffe] a prac ti -
cal school of train ing of in es ti ma ble value.”
In deed, Wolf ram von Richtho fen—com -
mander of the Le gion Con dor, sent by the
Third Reich to Gen Fran cisco Fran co’s aid—
quickly re al ized the in ade quacy of the Luft -

waf fe’s train ing manu als with re gard to air-
 support mis sions. In March 1937, for the
first time, single- seat, single- engine Heinkel
He.51s were used in a ground- support role.
The suc cess of this raid, which ef fec tively
para lyzed the ground troops it tar geted,
caught Richtho fen’s at ten tion. He soon de -
vised a primi tive sys tem of air- ground
support remi nis cent of his back ground experi -
ence in World War I. De spite ini tial skep ti -
cism on the part of the Luft waffe High
Com mand,15 Richtho fen’s op era tions “proved
that bombers were ex tremely ef fec tive when
used against en emy troop con cen tra tions,
strong- points, and lines of com mu ni ca -
tion.”16 This ex pe ri ence led di rectly to the
crea tion of air di vi sions within the Luft flot -
ten. Al though the air fleets re mained at -
tached to a par ticu lar land- based area of
re spon si bil ity, “these changes have been de -
signed to in crease the mo bil ity of the Air
Force and re duce its ties to fixed geo graphi -
cal or ad min is tra tive com mands.”17
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Ob ser va tions in the re port clearly cor -
robo rate the the sis that USAAC of fi cers rec -
og nized the va lid ity of most of the
Luft waf fe’s doc trinal con cepts. For in stance,
a re mark able de gree of con gru ence ex isted
be tween the Luft waf fe’s and the USAAC’s
per cep tions of night bomb ing. The re port
also noted the fun da men tal na ture of the
Luft waf fe’s in de pend ent status to its op era -
tions. It iden ti fied only two Ger man weak -
nesses: “rela tively in ade quate num bers of
trained per son nel . . . and the ques tion able
ade quacy of nec es sary ma te rial stocks for
war time sup port of the armed forces.”18 To
Ameri can air of fi cers, nei ther of these weak -
nesses in di cated any thing amiss in the Luft -
waf fe’s con cep tion of aer ial war fare.

Then, on 1 Sep tem ber 1939, Ger many
launched its at tack against Po land. The Luft -
waffe en tered the fray with all of its dive-
 bombers, 70 per cent of its bomb ers, and 50
per cent of its fight ers.19 Two geo graphi cally
based air fleets, Luft flot ten 1 and 4, par tici -
pated in the of fen sive. Dur ing the ini tial
stages of the at tack, the Luft waffe di rected
most of its op era tions against Pol ish air -
fields. On 3 Sep tem ber, the em pha sis shifted 
to the air craft and mu ni tions in dus tries.
Only af ter these two mis sions had been
com pleted did the Luft waffe turn its at ten -
tion to close air sup port of the
Wehrmacht.20 Al bert Kes sel ring, then com -
mander of Luft flotte 1, later noted that doc -
trinal con sid era tions dic tated this or der of
op era tions: “Ac cord ing to the op era tion
prin ci ple gov ern ing the Luft waffe, the en -
emy air force and the air craft fac to ries in the 
im me di ate vi cin ity of the air fields were to
be at tacked.”21

Dur ing the ground- support phase of op era -
tions, the Luft waffe con cen trated on in ter dict -
ing en emy sup ply and com mu ni ca tions.
Other tar gets in cluded masses of re serve
troops and the re treat ing Pol ish forces. Few re -
ports ex ist which re count di rect sup port of
army op era tions or the use of the Luft waffe as 
aer ial ar til lery. On trial at Nur em berg, Field
Mar shal Kes sel ring in sisted that op era tions
such as the bomb ing of War saw, al though “se -
vere meas ures,” were “army ac tion[s],”22 con -

ducted only at the army’s re quest and then
for tac ti cal pur poses.23 In fact, Luft waffe doc -
trine pro scribed the use of ter ror bomb ing,
and “very de tailed in struc tions were pub -
lished by the Ober kom mando der Wehrmacht 
(OKW) that only these mili tary tar gets
should be bombed.”24

By no means does this con straint to wards
the bomb ing of ci vil ian popu la tions im ply
that the Luft waffe es poused any less a com -
mit ment to stra te gic op era tions. Al though

Ger man air craft did un der take mis sions in
di rect sup port of ground troops, the bulk of
their op era tions was di rected against the Pol -
ish air force, vi tal in dus tries, and lines of
sup port and com mu ni ca tion. In deed, only
poor weather con di tions had pre vented the
Ger mans from “launch ing a mas sive, all- out 
at tack on the mili tary in stal la tions and ar -
ma ment fac to ries of War saw to break Pol ish
re sis tance at the start of the cam paign.”25

Moreo ver, the com mand ers of the Luft -
flot ten at trib uted the cam paign’s suc cess to
the Luft waf fe’s in de pend ence. Al ex an der
Loehr, Luft flotte 4’s com mander, stated that
“the Air Force was to op er ate for the first
time in world his tory as an in de pend ent
arm. Thereby it was to open up new as pects
of a strat egy which in its prin ci ples had re -
mained un al tered through out the course of
his tory.”26 Field Mar shal Kes sel ring sec -
onded his com rade: “The Pol ish cam paign
was the touch stone of the po ten ti ali ties of
the Ger man Air Force.”27

The Luft waf fe’s op era tions against Po land 
re flected the suc cess ful use of an air power
doc trine em pha siz ing the in de pend ent na -
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ture of air forces, the pri or ity of gain ing air
su pe ri or ity, and at tacks against stra te gic ob -
jec tives. Di rect sup port of ground forces
pro ceeded only af ter, or in con junc tion
with, the suc cess ful ac com plish ment of the
other mis sions. The unique char ac ter is tics of 
their Pol ish ene mies dic tated the Ger mans’
strat egy, and Luft waffe doc trine flexed to ac -
com mo date it. The ef fect of this em ploy -
ment scheme on the out come of the
cam paign be trays its stra te gic na ture. Ameri -
can ob serv ers rec og nized and ap pre ci ated
the Luft waf fe’s strat egy. The USAAC, and
Gen Henry H. Ar nold in par ticu lar, were re -
as sured that Ameri can “tac ti cal school theo -
ries seemed to be gen er ally in ac cord with
Ger man tac tics.”28

On 10 May 1940, this aer ial strat egy
changed sub tly with the launch ing of the of -
fen sive against France.29 Al though the Luft -
waf fe’s im me di ate goal was the same as in
Po land—the de feat of the ene my’s air
forces—this time its air craft would also be
used from the out set in di rect sup port of
ground op era tions.30 Di rect sup port of
ground forces re mained a high pri or ity
through out the west ern of fen sive. On 11
May, the enor mous number of Ger man
bomb ers needed for at tacks against col umns 
of French ground troops pre vented their em -
ploy ment in other mis sions.31 When the
Luft waffe fo cused its at tacks on ground
units, it em pha sized con cen tra tion at criti cal 
points. For ex am ple, on 20 May, ground
com mand ers called in the Luft waffe for a
mis sion against en emy troops in or der to en -
large the bridge head over the Somme River.32

Later in the cam paign, the Ger man com -
mander re quested at tacks against en emy rail
and com mu ni ca tion lines be tween Rhe ims
and Paris.33 De spite the ground- support
char ac ter of these mis sions, they had a pro -
foundly stra te gic ef fect. Marc Bloch, a
French army of fi cer who be came a par ti san
af ter the fall of France, re corded his im pres -
sion fol low ing an at tack by the Luft waf fe’s
dive- bombers on 22 May: “the ef fect of
bomb ing on the nerves is far- reaching, and
can break the po ten tial of re sis tance over a
large area. It was doubt less with that end in

view that the en emy High Com mand sent
wave af ter wave of bomb ers to at tack us. The 
re sult came up only too well to their ex pec -
ta tions.”34

The Luft waf fe’s in creased number of
direct- support mis sions, how ever, did not
pre- empt all in de pend ent op era tions. In
mid- May, in a show of force in spired by
Her man Gör ing, the Luft waffe bombed the
down town area of Rot ter dam, the capi tal of
Hol land.35 This at tack con trib uted sig nifi -
cantly to the sur ren der of the Dutch af ter
only five days of com bat.36 At the Nur em -
berg tri als, Field Mar shal Kes sel ring con -
ceded the stra te gic na ture of the at tack:
“This one at tack brought im me di ate peace
to Hol land.”37 Early in the af ter noon of 3
June, the Luft waffe launched an other largely 
stra te gic at tack—Op era tion Paula. Last ing for 
two days, it was a se ries of aer ial strikes
against the aero dromes and air craft fac to ries 
on the out skirts of Paris. The Luft waffe an -
tici pated that this at tack might, like the one
on Rot ter dam, pro duce a worth while de -
spon dency among France’s ci vil ian popu la -
tion.38 Over all, the Luft waf fe’s op era tions,
whether in sup port of the army or car ried
out in de pend ently, had the de sired im -
pact—on 24 June, un der the com bined
weight of the Ger man air and ground of fen -
sives, French re solve col lapsed.39

Dur ing the course of the west ern of fen -
sive, Ameri can mili tary at ta chés re ported
con stantly to the War De part ment in Wash -
ing ton, D.C., on what was tran spir ing. As
early as 29 May 1940, the mili tary at ta ché in 
Paris, Capt John Ster ling, dis patched his first 
ma jor ef fort to syn the size de vel op ments in
the aer ial bat tle. The re port noted that many 
of the Luft waf fe’s mis sions had been in di -
rect sup port of ground forces. “The Ger man
air of fen sive over French ter ri tory has con -
sisted pri mar ily of op era tions in close sup -
port of mecha nized ground troops, use of
aer ial bom bard ment against for ti fi ca tions
prior to and dur ing at tack, [and] ma chine
gun ning of en emy troops prior to and dur -
ing at tack.”40 None the less, the at ta ché
pointed out that “in de pend ent mis sions
have daily at tacked air dromes, [and] rail way
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yards and sta tions scat tered over al most all
of France.”41 Re gard ing spe cific bom bard -
ment tech niques, the dis patch de clined to
un der take a de tailed analy sis. “Tac tics em -
ployed by Ger man bomb ers have var ied con -
sid era bly; bomb ing has been con ducted
from all al ti tudes, both hori zon tal and ver ti -
cal [dive- bombing].”42

Sub se quent re ports took a more criti cal
stance with re gard to bom bard ment. Al -
though the at ta chés con tin ued to stress the
ef fec tive ness of mis sions sup port ing Ger -
man ground forces, in de pend ent op era tions
re ceived less praise. One re port noted that
“Ger many . . . con cluded early in the war
that low al ti tude dive bomb ing was most ef -
fec tive and com para tively few high al ti tude
at tacks have been made.”43 A sub se quent
dis patch pro claimed that “the Ger mans have 
been very much sur prised at their low ef fi -
ciency [in bom bard ment] and will find ways

of im prov ing as soon as the pres ent job [of
de feat ing France] is fin ished.”44 Ameri can
in tel li gence of fi cers un der stood that the
Luft waffe had en gaged sig nifi cant ele ments
in ground- support op era tions and had in -
creased its re li ance on dive- bombers. They
did not, how ever, be lieve that ei ther of these
phe nom ena sig naled ei ther a re jec tion of in -
de pend ent stra te gic op era tions or the Luft -
waf fe’s sub ser vi ence to the Wehrmacht.
In deed, USAAC ana lysts fully ex pected the
Luft waffe to re dou ble its ef forts to per fect
bomb ing tech niques in light of these set -
backs.

None the less, the at ta chés ac knowl edged
the im por tance of ef fec tive co or di na tion be -
tween ground and air forces to Ger many’s
suc cess.45 War De part ment stud ies re veal a
fur ther ap pre cia tion of the Luft waf fe’s doc -
trine, es pe cially in re gards to the co or di na -
tion of op era tions with ground forces. The
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Ger man suc cess was at trib uted to unity of
com mand by an in tel li gence memo ran dum
of 12 June 1940. “The ef forts of the land, sea 
and air forces are sub or di nated and di rected
to the task at hand. For the na tion as a whole 
these ef forts are co or di nated by the Ger man
High Com mand and the Su preme Gen eral
Staff.” This, how ever, did not im ply that the
Luft waffe was viewed as an ex ten sion of the
army. The memo ran dum noted that only ob -
ser va tion and re con nais sance air craft were
as signed to ground forces. “In gen eral,
pursuit avia tion is not al lot ted to army units. . 
. . There is no known in stance of the as sign -
ment of bom bard ment avia tion to army
units.” Even in di rect ground sup port, the
Luft waffe in sisted on cen tral ized con trol to
maxi mize flexi bil ity. “Bom bard ment units
are con trolled by the su preme com mander
of the par ticu lar op era tion, and . . . they
may of ten be trans ferred from one op era -
tion to an other by the Ger man High Com -
mand.”46

A month later, on 2 July 1940, just one
week af ter the fall of France, a memo ran -
dum to Gen eral Ar nold noted that de spite
the high de gree of co or di na tion be tween the 
Ger man armed forces, all three serv ices were 
“free to de velop their pe cu liar pow ers and
no one of the armed forces is sub or di nated
to the needs of an other.” The Luft waf fe’s ef -
fec tive ness stemmed not only from its
autono mous status un der OKW, but also
from “man da tory lat eral co or di na tion.” The
re port quickly added that OKW en forced
this man da tory co or di na tion “through the
nor mal chain of com mand of each of the
armed forces, rather than by at tach ing sub -
or di nate units of one of the armed forces to
a sub or di nate unit of an other.”47

The Luft waf fe’s doc trine also re ceived at -
ten tion from the War De part ment. An in tel -
li gence sec tion memo ran dum of 6 July 1940
ob served that ini tially the ma jor ity of Luft -
waffe units were as signed to the de struc tion
of the French air force. “When this ob jec tive 
was ac com plished, and when the hos tile rear 
area was suf fi ciently dis rupted, then close
sup port came into the pic ture.” Thus, even
the War De part ment found that the Luft waf -

fe’s pri ori ties re mained air su pe ri or ity, in ter -
dic tion, and close air sup port.48

The Luft waffe ac com plished its ba sic mis -
sion of “elimi nat[ing] ef fec tive hos tile air
power from the de ci sive area . . . by at tack -
ing fac to ries and air dromes, by air com bat
and by an ti air craft fire.” Once this task was
fin ished, it then di rected the “main weight
of [the] at tack . . . against ob jec tives in the
rear of the front line troops.” The main
goals of this phase of op era tions were “to
para lyze Al lied com mu ni ca tions” and in ter -
dict lines of sup ply. In the fi nal phase of air
op era tions—close air sup port—“Ger many had 
re mark able team work be tween its air force
units and its fast mov ing land units.”49

Ameri can of fi cers un der stood that this
“team work” did not come at the ex pense of
Luft waffe in de pend ence. “Ex cept for ob ser -
va tion the Ger mans em ployed their air force 
as a Thea tre of Op era tions weapon. . . . The
air force was em ployed in mass.” While not -
ing that “the Ger man con cep tion of air
power is to re tain a maxi mum of flexi bil ity
of em ploy ment,” the re port cau tioned that
“the Ger mans ob tained timely close sup port 
of their ar mored units with out at tach ing
bom bard ment or pur suit to these ground
forces.”50

The War De part ment’s in tel li gence re -
ports dur ing and im me di ately af ter the Bat -
tle of France clearly pre sented an ac cu rate
as sess ment of the Luft waf fe’s doc trine. A
1940 re vi sion of Luft waffe Man ual 16 re it er -
ated the doc trine de vel oped dur ing the in -
ter war years and em ployed since Sep tem ber
1939. The sec tion of the man ual de voted to
op era tions be gan with a pas sage on the im -
por tance of gain ing air su pe ri or ity: “The en -
emy air force will be com bated from the
be gin ning of the war.” To ac com plish this,
the man ual ad vised at tacks against an ene -
my’s air force in the air, at the aero dromes,
and at the pro duc tion and sup ply fa cili ties.51

The man ual stressed flexi bil ity when dis -
cuss ing ground- support op era tions: “De -
pend ing on the situa tion, the time, the type
of tar get, man ner of op era tion, ter rain, and
our own strength, the man ner and ex tent of
co op era tion with the army will be de ter -
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mined. There is no mod eled pat tern.”52 The
vi tal im por tance of in ter dic tion was also rec -
og nized: “At tacks car ried out in the rear
eche lon of the zone of op era tions will ham -
per the sup ply of the bat tle zone and lead to
con sid er able dif fi cul ties in prompt sup ply of 
units, par ticu larly in criti cal situa tions.”53

How ever, the re vised man ual de voted
more space to stra te gic bom bard ment than
to any other mis sion. There were sepa rate
sec tions de scrib ing the ra tion ale and meth -
ods for at tack ing pro duc tion, food, im ports,
the power grid, and gov ern ment cen ters.54 It
also de voted a sec tion to the rea sons and
meth ods for at tacks against ci vil ian popu la -
tion cen ters. Un der nor mal con di tions, such
op era tions would not be al lowed. “At tacks
upon cit ies for [the] pur pose of ter ror iz ing
the popu la tion will not be car ried out.”
How ever, if the en emy at tacked ci vil ian
popu la tions first, then “‘r etali ation at tacks’
can be the sole means of dis suad ing the en -
emy from such acts of bru tal aer ial war fare.” 
The man ual cau tioned that ran dom mis sions 
against popu la tion cen ters could back fire:
“At wrong mo ments, and at false es ti ma tions 
of de sired ef fect on the en emy, a stiff en ing
will of re sis tance—in stead of shock—may be
the con se quence.”55

We have trun cated the defi ni tion of
stra te gic air power to such a de gree
that to many peo ple it now equates to 
stra te gic bom bard ment.

The Luft waffe of 1940 was dedi cated to
the con cept of in de pend ent op era tions. This
took sev eral forms, from gain ing air su pe ri -
or ity, through the cen tral ized con trol of
ground- support air craft, to in ter dic tion and
stra te gic bomb ing op era tions (which could— 
un der cer tain con di tions—in clude mis sions
against the en emy popu la tion). Re source
scar city par tially ex plains the ap par ent lack
of em pha sis on the bom bard ment as pects of
this doc trine. In his ex ami na tion of the rea -

sons for the Luft waf fe’s de feat, Wil liam son
Mur ray ar gued that “pre- war pe riod Ger -
many was never in a po si tion to build a ‘str -
at egic’ bomb ing force.”56 In ad di tion,
Mur ray as serts that a geo graphic vul ner abil -
ity con trib uted to Ger many’s con cen tra tion
on ter ri to rial ad vances: “It would pay the
Reich lit tle bene fit to launch ‘str at egic’
bomb ing at tacks against Paris, War saw or
Pra gue at the same time that en emy ground
forces seized the Rhine land or Sile sia.”57

De spite the Luft waf fe’s lack of a dedi -
cated stra te gic bom bard ment air craft, at -
tempts to be lit tle the stra te gic di men sions of 
Luft waffe doc trine must in evi ta bly founder.
The claim that “the [Ger man] bomber force
had been used [dur ing the west ern of fen -
sive] solely as a tac ti cal air arm, with a sin -
gle ex cep tion of four days’ stra te gic
em ploy ment in France”58 dis plays a mis un -
der stand ing of the dis tinc tions be tween
cate go ries of air op era tions. More ten able is
the po si tion that “the Luft waf fe’s sup port of 
the ground forces dur ing cam paigns was on
such a scale that it can not be de scribed as
‘ta ct ical.’”59 Ad di tion ally, op era tional flexi -
bil ity, so cru cial to the stun ning suc cess of
the Luft waffe through June 1940, ex isted
largely be cause of the air arm’s in de pend ent
status.

War De part ment que ries into Luft waffe
doc trine dur ing the first 10 months of
World War II re sulted in a sur pris ingly ac cu -
rate as sess ment of the Ger man air for ce’s op -
era tions, or gani za tion, and de gree of
auton omy. Ameri can air of fi cers un der stood 
that the Luft waffe val ued stra te gic bom bard -
ment— but not to the ex clu sion of other
mis sions, such as cen trally con trolled
ground sup port and deep in ter dic tion. In -
deed, the rec ord re veals that the USAAC tac -
itly un der stood that the flexi ble na ture of
Ger man doc trine af forded the Luft waffe a
greater stra te gic im pact than mas sive bom -
bard ment alone.60

Dur ing the lat ter half of 1940, this per -
cep tion changed radi cally as the Luft waf fe’s
de fi cien cies be came more ob vi ous. The first
dem on stra tion of fal li bil ity oc curred over
Dun kirk in June 1940. Al though Gör ing as -
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sured Hit ler that the Luft waffe could turn
the Brit ish evacua tion ef fort into an other
War saw or Rot ter dam, the Royal Air Force
in flicted such heavy losses that the Luft -
waffe ceased op era tions against Dun kirk by
2 June.61

That autumn, the Luft waf fe’s short com -
ings be came even more ap par ent. On 13
August, the Luft waffe launched an of fen sive
against the Brit ish Isles in prepa ra tion for an 
am phibi ous in va sion by the Wehrmacht. Hit -
ler is sued his Op era tional Di rec tive #17
prior to the com mence ment of these op era -
tions: “The Ger man Air Force must with all
means in their power and as quickly as pos -
si ble de stroy the Eng lish air force. The at -
tacks must in the first in stance be di rected
against fly ing for ma tions, their ground or -
gani sa tions, and their sup ply or gani sa tions,
and in the sec ond against air craft pro duc tion 
in dus try and the in dus tries en gaged in pro -
duc tion of anti- aircraft equip ment.”62

De spite the fact that the Führer had de -
fined the Luft waf fe’s mis sion in pre cisely
the same terms as the ear lier Con ti nen tal of -
fen sives, Ger many failed in its at tempts to
sub due Brit ain. The lack of long- range bom -
bard ment air craft gen er ated a feel ing among 

Al lied mili tary lead ers that the Luft waffe did 
not ap pre ci ate the im por tance of in de pend -
ent and stra te gic op era tions.63 From that
stance, it was not too great a step to the
post war con clu sion that the Luft waffe “was
in ef fect the hand- maid of the Ger man
Army.”64

The sa ga cious and so phis ti cated view of
air strat egy held by many Ger man air -
men—and ap pre ci ated by their Ameri can
coun ter parts prior to the Bat tle of Brit -
ain—speaks to the situa tion in which the US
Air Force finds it self to day. As the chang ing
world situa tion con tin ues to de- emphasize
the clas sic mis sion of stra te gic bom bard -
ment, the Air Force must rec og nize the truly 
stra te gic im por tance of other mis sions.
Other mis sions such as deep in ter dic tion,
close air sup port, and mili tary air lift also
meet the test of Carl von Clause witz’s defi -
ni tion of strat egy: to have an ef fect on “the
ob ject of war.”65 Not only mas sive aer ial
bom bard ment but any mis sion which has
“an ef fect on the war as a whole” quali fies as 
a stra te gic ef fort.66 The Ameri can air men ob -
serv ing the Luft waf fe’s op era tions in 1939
and 1940 clearly un der stood the nu ances of
air power doc trine—and we would do well to
re flect on their ex am ple.
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